Maximal exercise capacity of children with heart defects.
Maximal treadmill tests following the Bruce protocol were performed by 830 children with heart defects and the endurance times compared with normal values from 327 children seen in the same clinic because of normal murmurs and from 388 normal children randomly selected and tested in the schools. When values in the normal clinic children were used as the reference, only 21 percent of the patients with heart defects had endurance times below the 10th percentile line. This line was 14 percent higher in the normal school children, and 47 percent of the patient group had values below the 10th percentile when values in the school children were used as the reference. Maximal heart rate in children with heart defects was almost always in the normal range (180 to 210 beats/min) except in patients with cyanosis or severe valve disease and, when encouraged to continue exercising, even these children had a mean maximal heart rate of 175 beats/min. When comparing the exercise capacity of children with heart defects with that of normal children, the source of the normal children is important; body build needs to be considered, as well as physical activity habits. Clinic patients without heart defects probably serve as a better normal control group than children obtained from the school system. Maximal exercise tests do not necessarily distinguish between children with mild or severe heart disease. Only children with lesions causing cyanosis or children with obviously severe disease have consistent reductions in exercise capacity.